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of the estate to charitable or public uses when there is a child,
a widow or a parent. But, as a general rule, in English-
speaking countries the right of bequest is free. It is well
known that inheritance is older than bequest, and that the
latter system was introduced into the Roman law, not to
limit inheritance, but to provide heirs in default of near rela-
tives. The modern right of free bequest is, therefore, really
opposed to the older family idea of property, which takes shape
in the assertion of the right of inheritance. It thus becomes
a very difficult question to decide how far inheritance may be
demanded, as of right. Nevertheless, it may be said that
most thinkers, as well as the mass of the public, would still
to-day maintain the custom of inheritance, not indeed as a
natural right or as a necessary consequence of the right of
private property, but simply as an institution that is on the
whole socially desirable. Even Mill says of his own scheme:
" The laws of inheritance have probably several phases of im-
provement to go through, before ideas so far removed from pres-
ent modes of thinking will be taken into serious consideration."

While there is some scientific justification for the doctrine
as originally expounded, it is unquestionable that most of its
defenders plant themselves squarely on the ground that it is
the function of the state to check the aggregation of wealth
into a few hands, and to provide for the equalization of fort-
unes. These writers would put a limit not only to the amount
of wealth acquired through inheritance or bequest, but to the
amount acquired in any manner. No fortunes should exceed
a definite sum. Such a doctrine is very distinctly socialistic.
Those who are not prepared to accept socialistic premises
and socialistic methods of reasoning cannot acknowledge the
validity of the diffusion-of-wealth argument.

While the premises thus may be regarded as wrong, the
conclusion may be right, for the same conclusion may con-
ceivably be drawn from utterly dissimilar premises. Just as
it has been elsewhere shown that progressive taxation may be
upheld by decided opponents of socialism,1 so it can be shown

1 See my work on Progressive Taxationin Theory and Practice, pp. 72,78,83.